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This talk draws on two decades of research on 
various aspects of environmental activism and 
focuses especially on ongoing collaborative 
work with Thomas Johnson and Katherine Yuet 
Wong in Hangzhou, which explores grassroots 
initiatives broadly encapsulated by the emic term 
“sustainable living”. Given the steady tightening 
on civil society in the past decade, forms of 
subtle and everyday activism are taking on a 
special significance. We propose the concept of 
“prefigurative politics” to make sense of these 
forms of action—ranging from buying food 

in bulk/refill shops and collecting recyclables 
to establishing and promoting field-to-table 
vegetarian restaurants in rural and peri-urban 
sites—and the hopes and aspirations of those 
who embrace them. We argue that these actions 
embody efforts to reclaim agency and articulate 
subjectivity and care between private and 
public spheres. In doing so, we question the 
binary between “everyday environmentalism” 
and contentious collective action and promote 
a more nuanced understanding of agency, 
subjectivity, and ethics. 
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